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Abstract
This paper argues that infrastructure technologies are critical for a corporation’s viability. We show that
corporate perception of a technology as purely ‘infrastructural’ represents a major stepping stone on the path
towards an advantageous utilisation of this technology. Using electronic messaging systems as an example,
we explain why a successful strategic deployment can be severely hampered by the perception of a system as
being part of a corporate IT infrastructure rather than a strategic application. We argue that this distinction
needs to be overcome. The findings presented are largely based on a number of interviews with large
corporate users of electronic messaging systems.

Infrastructure vs Business Relevant
Elsewhere we have discussed the surprisingly indifferent attitude of corporate users regarding the utilisation of electronic
messaging systems (see e.g. [Jak 96]). Our studies have shown that despite their far greater potential these are still primarily
employed as simple interpersonal communication systems. In looking for an explanation, we note that corporations -- typically
implicitly -- categorise IT systems as either ‘specific’ or ‘generic’, i.e. they are perceived as being ‘business relevant’ or
‘infrastructural’. This initial classification significantly influences a corporation’s subsequent attitude with respect to e.g.
availability of funding and purchasing decisions.
Which technological systems are actually considered ‘business relevant’ very much depends on the respective commercial
interests. For example: a car manufacturer may look to systems for Computer Integrated Manufacturing (CIM); a publisher may
be interested in Desktop Publishing (DTP). However, ‘business relevant’ has a broader scope than these purely productionoriented technical systems. In the service industry, for instance, EDI may well fall into this category as well. IT systems
perceived as business relevant are custom-built, their implementation takes into account the particularities of the respective
environment and typically necessitates local innovations to meet specific needs [Jak 98]. In contrast, infrastructural technology
is often bought off-the-shelf, with marketing hype as the deciding factor rather than functional considerations (see e.g. [Jak 97]).
Innovation theory tells us that a company is likely to have developed very specific requirements and processes primarily
in the areas of its core business interests [Fleck 88]. In turn, these stand in the way of a straightforward installation of a system.
It is here where long-standing, time-honoured traditions characterise the environment, and where technical systems as well as
production and business processes have been designed to optimally meet the demands of their specific environment. A new
system to be implemented here will have to be customised to a similar degree to the other artefacts in this environment. Recent
research has almost exclusively focused on these ‘business relevant’ technologies, including robots for manufacturing plants
[Fleck 88], corporate cash management, home and office banking [Finch 94] in banking, and CIM in manufacturing [Blumb 94].
It is primarily on business relevant technologies that companies are willing to invest most heavily, whereas investment in
what is perceived as infrastructure is given low priority. Benjamin, for example, notes that “Companies often lack an
infrastructure that can support common processes. A return-on-investment case can be made for process change, but it is much
more difficult to do so for the infrastructure that must be in place in anticipation of the process” [Ben 93]. Likewise, several
companies in our survey reported that the need to quantify the corporate benefits to be gained hampered attempts to upgrade
corporate messaging systems. Investments in this area are harder to justify as they will only result in intangible benefits -- e.g.
service enhancement, process effectiveness and flexibility -- that are unlikely to yield an observable, or quantifiable, return on
investment. Yet, given the recent business trends to increase integration, cooperation, and internationalisation an adequate
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(communication) infrastructure is becoming ever more important for both intra- and inter-organisational information exchange.
Ideally, an infrastructure supports common processes and business applications not only within a single corporation, but across
organisational boundaries, seamlessly linking a company, its customers and suppliers.
The major common characteristic of infrastructural technologies and artefacts is that they are not (or only to a small extent)
integrated into business processes. Typically, they are more or less equally useful to all, irrespective of background or context.
For this reason, they are not normally subjected to the recognised, and well specified, context-specific requirements that are
typical of ‘business relevant’ systems. As a result, even large companies tend towards buying such systems off-the-shelf. Yet,
this is likely to turn out to be a major omission, since an inadequate underlying infrastructure may well hamper the uptake and
effective exploitation of critical applications.

Infrastructure is Business Relevant
Our case studies of the diffusion of corporate electronic messaging systems confirm the distinction between ‘infrastructural’
and te business relevant’. Less specific requirements may be expected for the former, due to an environment which is more
consistent across departments, companies, and even business sectors. On the other hand, the environment of the latter typically
exhibits strong, organisation-specific particularities. Users appear to be more prepared to invest in ‘business relevant’
technologies, where potential return on investment is more obvious and tangible. Our argument is that the grounds for
maintaining this distinction -- with respect to IT at any rate -- are becoming unsustainable: for IT infrastructure is business
relevant.
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Figure 1. Business Relevant vs. Infrastructural Technology
a) Typical situation today; b) Ideal situation

An organisation’s IT infrastructure and its business relevant applications that operate on top of it are typically separated:
in most cases they have been developed independently, and the infrastructure accordingly does not necessarily provide the
functionality required by the applications (see Figure 1a). Ideally, however, the infrastructure is transparent for the application
and the user, offering both the functionality and performance necessary to make distributed applications appear to be installed
locally. It should also extend across organisational boundaries (see Figure 1b).
Our case studies reveal that only those few companies which consider an electronic messaging system as a strategic tool,
i.e. ‘business relevant’, are prepared to invest the effort necessary to select, fund, and implement systems that meet requirements.
It may be anticipated that in the long term they will reap the greatest benefits from an IT environment whose individual
components are mutually compatible. In turn, these findings suggest that as IT is a vital enabler of many strategic applications,
it is crucial that infrastructural technology be included in IT strategy: an adequate infrastructure is at least as important as any
application it supports.
The history of corporate IT is replete with examples of failure to realise potential. In the past, these have been attributable
to various factors: senior managementquote s lack of technical knowledge and inability to anticipate applications; IT specialists’
limited understanding of organizational goals [Finch 94]. Our studies suggest that these criticisms are still relevant to
infrastructure planning. However, there also are signs that corporate management is beginning to appreciate the need to adopt
new perspectives. Promising approaches include ones that seek to link highly distributed organisational ‘social learning’
processes to centralised IT decision-making [Proct 96].
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